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‘The joys I have possessed, in spite of fate, are mine.’


John Dryden










ONE


 


The first time I heard the voice, I was six. It was a swan. I was walking home across the fen and this bird was in the beet field, and it stretched up its neck – it looked like a great big white coat-hanger nestling in all that green – and it spoke to me. I got the shock of my life. I was on my way back from church but I started running, tripping. I almost fell in a ditch. I was crying, and when I got into the kitchen, when I got out from under all that fen light beaming down on me – Jesus loves me this I know – I tried to tell my mum.


I had been thinking about the horrid minister. Jesus Christ. The same yesterday, today and for ever, the sign at our church said. I’d been reading it and trying not to think of anything else. Afterwards, I’d been walking home as quickly as I could on my short legs. There was a sound in the sedge beds, like snapping, like a fire. Then, in a big bluster, the swan was up and flying past, its neck like an arrow and shouting: ‘You’re not normal! You never will be!’


I fell down on the edge of the ditch and started crying. Then I shot up again, in case the swan came back and knocked me into the dead water. The sky above me was white. It looked like smoke and nothingness, with just this one tiny thread of geese in it, a long way off, like the tail of a kite. I thought – maybe the swan wants to sweep me up there with it. I ran until I got to the sprouting tractors and bits of old machinery – our back yard – and I was sniffing and snuffling, and trying to get the words out. ‘Mum, Mum. A swan shouted at me!’ I said.


My mum, she was always pale. That day she was so flimsy, like the little flame from a candle, and I was afraid she’d go right out. I was always scared about that. She turned around from the oven, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. She came into focus a bit, and she took off her yellow pinny and folded it and put it in a drawer. I could smell roast potatoes: Sunday dinner. She didn’t look worried or scared. I was waiting and waiting to see what she’d say about the swan and how weird and white it was, and what was it doing talking to me and in a beet field?


She just smiled. She didn’t even ask me what it said, either, and I never got to tell her about the minister. ‘Oh, you’re just like your granny,’ Mum said. ‘You’ve got the gift.’


Granny Otterspoor. She was a funny woman, with a fat tummy and thin legs. I thought she looked like a bird herself but she was kind, and because Mum was nearly always ill or in bed, she looked after me. Granny was born in another century and she used to tell me she was a witch. Granny might have been bonkers, but no one ever called her that. It was only me they ever said that about.


My brothers all worked for my dad on the farm and I was the only girl, the last, the baby. I sometimes thought it was me who wore Mum out, the worst, being the last, and her being older by then, maybe too old to have another. I was the one with opinions, too, and Mum said I was a Daddy’s Girl. They said I should be a teacher or a preacher.


I did well at school. I flabbergasted them all: the first child to pass exams and even want to go and do a course at Chelmsford College. My brothers were all, ‘What’s wrong with the farm? Why do you want to go off there, then?’ And Mum just smiled and said she was proud of me, but she coughed for a long time after she said it and sounded wheezy. I thought she was flickering, more than ever. I was scared to leave her.


Chelmsford. To do a course in child development and psychology. There was a brand new nursery on site, with brand new babies in it for us to observe. I don’t know why I picked Chelmsford, really. Picked it out of a hat. It seemed close but not too close. As for the course, well, Granny had fourteen children and Mum had had four, with me the only girl, and I suppose children and thinking about them, it was something I thought I could do.


All of them piled my stuff into a van and drove me there, singing, ‘Three Wheels On My Wagon’ all the way. All except Mum. She was coughing again, and fading out. She tried to wish me luck. She gave me a tea-towel and some cups for my little room, and a hug that felt limp and final. Why did I want to go? I was thinking. Go to my vast future, without her? And then angrily: Why shouldn’t I want to go? I was clever. I was the only one who was.


And I was lonely and I fell in love. His name was Dr Mills and he took me to the theatre a few times, and then I realised he did that to everyone, even the kissing and the cuddling. I’d been what my brother Danny would have called clout-headed. Daft. And then suddenly one morning they were at it again: the birds. This time it was wood pigeons outside my window. At first I thought somebody, maybe another student, was tooting one of those annoying paper party whistles. On and on it went.


Then I heard them clearly: they were saying, ‘Hey, Rosy! Go back to Ely and throw yourself under a train.’


I remember the station master and the porter in his uniform walking along the track, softly talking to me. A kestrel, trying to listen in, hovering overhead. I remember them, and the waiting room, and the police. Through the window of the police waiting room I saw a dead crow. Velvet, its wings spread, face down: a supplicant. Like me.


That led to a spot in The Poplars, which was good, yes, that was a good thing in the end, because that was where I met Mandy. And Mandy changed everything. Mandy introduced me to something, an idea that Mum had never managed: there was such a thing as happiness. Despite all that had already happened to her, Mandy was often laughing. Smoking, laughing, making naughty faces, she was . . . oh, I don’t know . . . she was lively. She was the opposite of Mum. Not feeble like a candle flame but burning steadily.


Joy. You could expect it. You might not get it, but at least, well, you knew it existed: it was a thing. It was worth dreaming of. Mandy was my first proper friend, and she was in there for a kind of breakdown. They sometimes said mine was psychosis, but we helped one another: we laughed at them, we took the pills, and when we met Dr Ryan, we were so amazed by him, so under his spell, we stopped the pills. We hid them. That was what he told us to do if we ever wanted to get out of there. Mandy didn’t think I was bonkers, she never called me that, but also, not being religious, she didn’t think I was gifted either. I told her about Granny and how she had imps, familiars – that was what witches had – and hers were crows and surely mine were birds too.


Mandy said, ‘Blimey, Rosemary, do you really believe all that? And, God, you’re fascinating.’ That’s the exact word she used. She was the first person who did. I liked being fascinating and normal for a while, under Mandy’s gaze. From the window in The Poplars there was a line of trees, like bristles on a chin, but the birds were at a distance, out of earshot.


I could see pheasants strutting in the fields, lapwings flipping – they always reminded me of fluttering handkerchiefs in the wind. There was a buzzard, fierce and suspicious, stuck on a post, but birds never spoke to me when Mandy was around. It helped me to get out of The Poplars quickly. That was when Mandy came to live with me at the farm. Those were the best times. I saved her, and she was grateful.


So there was the swan that day when I was six and then the pigeons at Chelmsford telling me to go home when I was eighteen. In the years between those times I listened. I was nervous whenever the first whooper swans started to arrive, congregating in the fens (were they all talking about me? What were they saying?), but there was nothing. I couldn’t hear them any more. My voices were silent after The Poplars too, just like Dr Ryan promised. He said it was only a ‘rare visitation’ and that I might be prone in times of stress, but could otherwise expect a quiet life. He was right, too. He made me feel confident that my life could be normal. They were silent through Norland College, all through my new job with Lady Jane in Belgravia, thank God. I thought they had left me for good – I even missed them a bit. But that night, an autumn night, a Thursday in November 1974, a conker-coloured sort of evening – the same colour as Mandy’s hair – it started up again. Not birds this time. That night a new voice came: Mandy’s.


Mandy’s voice was lovely, young for her age, sweet. It had a sort of husky, cigarette-thickened sound. What did she say? Dr Ryan had insisted that four per cent of the Western population hear voices: ‘Don’t worry, Rosy, it’s not as rare as you think. And two-thirds of these voice-hearers don’t think of it as a sickness, as schizophrenia or anything like that, either, but actually experience the voices as helpful.’ That was what he told me. Mandy used to say that everything is chance – the way a leaf falls from a tree: which one, when? The throw of dice on a game of Monopoly. Ending up in Park Lane not Mayfair – she didn’t believe in Fate, or God, or destiny so how could you foretell the future? ‘The future doesn’t exist yet. It’s going to be made up tomorrow. It’s just random, Rosemary,’ she’d say.


The night it happened, the Thursday when Mandy went down to that basement kitchen, I was in Belgravia. I was washing up and a bubble of liquid popped on a long wooden spoon and I looked at it, and I can remember standing by the window staring out at a great drooping cherry tree that Lady Jane had in her London garden, and it was dark so I couldn’t really see the tree, just shapes. Quarter past nine. Instead I saw, I was seeing, Mandy’s little navy court shoes for no reason at all, as if they were in front of me, seeing them right there in the black pane of glass. I mean, truly vivid: shiny, navy patent, small, scattered. Footless. That was the word that popped into my head because she wasn’t wearing them. Then: footloose and fancy-free.


It came at me with a slicing pain in the head and a scream and a shock like the swan and then a chilling, icy trickle. A lovely sweet voice, young-sounding. Saying my name, over and over. ‘Rosemary – Rosy!’ she called. Help me.










TWO


 


Long before she was twenty-six, the age she was when she came to London, Mandy River had learned to trust her intuition about people. Starting with her mother, she knew that people were mostly cowards and self-deluders. She might be small but she was brave, brave. Cowardice was the trait she despised most in others.


Gulls wheeled as Mandy leaned over the solid brown river, taking deep, smoke-scented breaths and wondering at the marvel of it all. She let her hair stream out, whipping round her face and behind her – what a mess she was making of it and how her mother would have something to say about that. Beattie River was a mother who always had an opinion and didn’t let her own ignorance, lack of education or experience get in the way of a firm view, energetically expressed. More often than not, these opinions were about her daughter. Mandy’s hair, her eating, her tidiness or lack of it, her clothes and whether her skirt stuck out at the back or her collar looked ‘ridiculous’, her dolls and their tidiness, their clothes, their hair, whether they should be dressed or naked: all came under Beattie’s scrutiny and most were found wanting. Beattie thought of herself as an excellent mother, despite the straitened circumstances in which she found herself. A static caravan, for goodness’ sake. Brian losing his job – well, no doubt all that cheap labour coming in after the Fanfare for Europe meant he’d never find another farm to take him at his age. Another baby to care for at her age. It was fresh lemon and honey for sore throats, hot-water bottles for stomach-ache, but it’s true she was lost, completely lost, when it came to feelings.


Mandy’s father was silent when his wife went on the attack, though if it was about the IRA or joining the Common Market and those ‘bloody people’ on the telly, he could sit up from his prone position on the sofa and be as wide awake as the next man.


In 1963, when Peter John River had come along, both parents had decided that the less said about him, the better. Peter was poppered into a white, brushed-cotton romper suit, kissed and cuddled, welcomed into the family. Beattie was secretly pleased that, despite the inconvenience of his arrival, so late in her marriage, right when she thought she was done with mothering, he did at least have the good sense to be born a boy. Mandy remembered seeing her father standing looking tired – so tired – by the bed in the blue light of the early hospital morning. One extraordinarily beseeching glance was directed towards her. She couldn’t read it. She had never thought of it until now, standing on a bridge, her hair flying out behind her, staring into the river Thames. Perhaps she had been wrong about him. What had her father meant?


So much that was puzzling. How come she hadn’t known there would be seagulls in London? Surely they only existed in seaside places, like Hunstanton or Holkham, their cries a lamenting backdrop that echoed her own (once as a girl she had thought it sounded a bit like calling Help! Help! And when she met Rosemary she discovered that for some it was more than a thought: it was a conviction); but here they were and maybe they’d come from home, too. She was here, she’d made it, joining the damp-speckled late-blooming flowers, the pigeons and magpies and glittering tourists that littered the pavements. Shiny benches with winged, gilt-tipped arms, foreign voices, people endlessly stopping to take photographs, the sounds of wet tyres sloshing, an abandoned champagne bottle floating in the river: nothing was as she’d imagined it would be. She could even shake her head and erase, almost successfully, the picture of Peter on his birthday a few weeks ago, intent on his train-set, kneeling on the strip of maroon carpet at the bottom of his bed that passed for floor space, placing the little wheels more solidly and securely on the track, his blue eyes not on her but the train, and think: My God, I’m here, at last. I’ve arrived in my own life. They’ll all be fine. It’s done.


She had in her coat pocket the folded envelope, scrawled with the address of the agency. It reminded her of long ago, another address on an envelope, a place near Newmarket that stank of the farmyard, a place that had terrified her, The Poplars, a place that, somehow, she had always known she’d visit, at least once in a lifetime.


People: Mandy liked the ones best who knew their own badness or weakness. The ones who wanted to open things up, kick a molehill apart, see the soft blackness spill and know a living creature was down there, that just because you couldn’t see him didn’t mean he didn’t exist. That was the main thing. Things that didn’t exist. Things that Rosemary was certain of and Mandy only caught a glimpse of once or twice, could only guess at. She liked Rosemary’s ‘wackiness’. She couldn’t share it, she had a deep constitutional scepticism that only occasionally splintered, but what she liked best was that Rosemary’s soaring thoughts so contradicted Mandy’s mother, planted as she was so firmly in the Fens soil. Beattie.


Beattie was certain that so many things did not exist. Like money. ‘That’s not for the likes of us,’ she’d say. Or desire. ‘It’s all very well for a man – they’re just animals, really. Women have to be responsible.’ Or happiness. ‘No one has it easy. We all have our crosses to bear.’ Ease, or a life without crosses to bear, did not exist.


Then Beattie’s other favourite saying: ‘Some folks don’t know they’re born.’ This was an attack on the privileged, on some television personality who had just divorced and ended up with a palace and a stash of jewels, but as a child Mandy had always felt it angrily directed at herself and countered with ‘I do! I know I’m born!’


Born again, perhaps, like a Christian? She almost did a twirl, right there on the bridge. She would walk to the agency, she decided. She took the envelope out of her pocket and studied again the address Rosemary had written for her, circling the word ‘Knightsbridge’. Rosemary had said, ‘It’s like Upstairs Downstairs. You’ll love it.’ She had as a safety net a second suggestion, West London Nannies, and Mandy had decided to register with both. She paused to study her Geographer’s A to Z to calculate the distance . . . Maybe a twenty-minute walk from here.


London was abuzz, a streak of red from a squealing bus as it passed her, a dark man with thick hair in the style of Uri Geller calling out something only loosely translatable as ‘STANDARD, Evenin’ STANDARD.’ The newspaper had a cover photo of two pandas. The new arrivals seemed ridiculously happy, too, draping the bars in their cage at London Zoo. She would go there one day, she thought. She walked quickly, her mood lifting with every step. I did it. I did it. Who could imagine what it had taken, the length of the leap? She would visit the zoo with her new charges, whoever they might be. She pictured herself with a pram, with twins, perhaps, or toddlers, wheeling them round the zoo: gurgling, happy babies, knitted hats. What child could resist a live cuddly panda bear?


When she reached the address, the agency building surprised her: it seemed more like a house, not a shop front, as she’d imagined. Spotless white steps, fancy black door, a bell with several names next to it. She rang the bell beside ‘Knightsbridge Domestic Services’ and a woman who seemed too young to be wearing her hair in that stiff blonde bun answered and led her wordlessly to a reception room. It was just as Mandy had suspected: everything in London was unreal and unspoken.


Mandy wondered whether she dared smoke a cigarette, and decided against it. She sat with legs crossed at the knee at first, then remembered that crossing at the ankles was more lady-like. Talking about herself, why she wanted this kind of work, deciding which details to give. She began biting the skin around her nails and her voice was suddenly called. Miss Amanda River.


‘Mandy,’ she said. ‘I’m mostly called Mandy.’


The stiff blonde led to her to another room where an older, friendlier-looking silver-haired man stood up from his leather chair to welcome her. He was Mr Reed, she’d been told. He sat back down, indicating the chair for her in front of his desk.


‘Do come in, Miss River, and tell us all about yourself. Marvellous reference here from Miss Rosemary Seaton, a Norland nanny with a lovely family. Did you both train at Norland?’


‘No – I— We’re friends from Ely. Rosemary’s been working in London for a while and – she loves it. I’m experienced, though. With children, I mean.’


Now was the moment to mention so many things. But, really, why should she? And wouldn’t it just – get in the way?


‘I wanted to come to London. You know. Leave Ely and . . .’ (Could she say, ‘I’m looking for something better?’ or did that give away too much, suggest she’d come from a poor background, or was leaving trouble behind? She hadn’t expected to be interviewed by a man: she’d definitely pictured a woman, a fierce, matronly type, but this was all to the good. The old gent was fiddling with his tie and straightening his cuffs; that usually meant something. His gaze on her was keen, lit-up and prickly. She was used to this. It had started when she was fourteen and then it had surprised her; it didn’t any longer. She crossed her legs again, this time at the knee. His gaze followed.)


‘And it’s Miss River, is it?’


‘Yes.’ She closed her mouth so hard she could feel her teeth clamping together.


‘Let’s see what we can find, shall we? You didn’t train at Norland. I see. That was the referee who recommended you. Well, not to worry, plenty of our girls don’t . . .’


He stared at her for a second and then began flicking through a leather ledger. ‘There are new families on our books including . . . Where is it? . . . One from a lady I know well, a countess in fact. Where is it? Lucinda! Lucinda!’


The door had been left ajar and the blonde appeared, black-lined eyes flicking over Mandy.


‘Her ladyship – this morning? Lady Morven? Do you have the piece of paper where I jotted it down?’ he asked, drumming fingers on the blotter in front of him.


The note was produced and he began copying details onto a piece of headed paper. ‘When I read your form I thought, This girl is perfect. She’s worked with boys of exactly this age – the boy is ten – and a nice recommendation . . . warm and unflappable. That’s what this poor Countess of Morven needs. She’s had a rather difficult time of it lately. There’s a baby too, a year old. You have experience in a hospital, and with new-borns . . .’


Yes, she had experience with babies. Her mother had had a late child, her brother Peter, and she’d helped to bring him up. Oh, and she’d worked with an elderly couple as a help, and in a hairdresser’s (not relevant, she guessed, but showed she was versatile) and briefly in a hospital, where she’d considered training as a midwife.


‘And decided against it?’ the gent enquired, when she paused for breath.


She nodded. No need to tell him more. She should bite her lip now, and wait.


‘So what I’ll do is telephone her ladyship and ask her if she might be willing to interview you this afternoon. How would that be? Or tomorrow, if you prefer. She sounded rather desperate. Her other girl left suddenly and, of course, she can’t manage a baby and a ten-year-old boy. Though why he’s not away at school at the moment I don’t know. Summer holidays, I suppose. He’ll be gone in September and then it’s just the baby.’


Mandy nodded and allowed him to make the appointment, sitting silently while he chatted on the telephone. She was thinking: Why can’t this countess manage a baby and a ten-year-old boy? Women did it all the time. But she and Rosemary had talked and she knew that such thoughts had to be suppressed. Posh women couldn’t manage their own children and that was that. They never had and they never would and thank God for it, in Rosemary’s view, or where would girls like them find work?


As Mandy listened to the telephone conversation she realised with a bolt of joy that it was a live-in post. She’d have a room, a home. That problem might be solved too, in one swoop.


Mr Reed held the phone to one side for a moment and whispered to Mandy, ‘Do you drive, my dear?


‘Yes, yes, m’lady, she does, of course,’ he boomed, into the phone. ‘Friendly and experienced, she’s trained as a nursery nurse and midwife, so babies are no mystery to her, yes, yes indeed . . .’


Mandy kept still as the lie was told, though she’d had an impulse to lean forward and protest. Still, in essence he was right: babies were not a mystery to her. It was all set. An interview that afternoon, two p.m. at the house, close by, in Knightsbridge. He gave her the address.


Mandy stood up, straightening her cord pinafore dress, and offered her hand to thank Mr Reed. He held it a little too long and his palms were sweaty.


‘Let us know how you get on. Lucinda will follow up with a call to her ladyship.’


‘How will I . . . What should I call her?’


‘Oh, she’s very informal. But start properly, of course. It’s “m’lady” until she gives you the nod. Or Lady Morven at a pinch. She’s young. She’s not old-fashioned. She’s perfectly charming when not in a crisis. Where can we reach you to find out how you got on?’


She gave him Rosemary’s number. She couldn’t let him know she’d arrived in London by coach only that morning, with no address but his in her pocket, and the sum of twenty pounds.


 


On the way to the interview Mandy bought a pair of red boots. Sloane Square dazzled her. She was salivating: the colours, the swirls, the patchwork leather and suede and flower patterns. In one window: shiny boots, cherry-coloured patent leather. Her hands were shaking as she took the ten-pound note out of her purse. Eight pounds. That would leave her just twelve pounds; the thought made her giddy and she stumbled with the change, shoving notes into the wrong part of her purse, dropping coins, flustered. The girl in the cheesecloth smock didn’t need to know that. She tried to straighten herself out. She could just imagine what Beattie would say. But whatever was said would be followed seconds later with ‘Oh, but after all . . . I was more reckless than you at your age. The things I did!’ Beattie’s only real interest in the end was herself – her only hobby – and the ways in which her daughter extended her or not. All roads led back to that. Mandy promised herself she’d try not to mention the spending or the boots to Beattie, no matter how tempted she was to blab.


Outside the shop she took off her old grey pumps and bundled them into a bin. Put the box and the tissue paper in with them and zipped her stockinged feet into the leather boots right there on the dirty pavement. Then she stood up, shook back her red hair and smiled at whoever was looking. Lucky boots. She hoped this countess, whoever she was, liked them.


The interview with Lady Morven was at her house at two o’clock, so there was time for some lunch. She had to walk far to find the kind of place she was looking for. Away from Knightsbridge, in the direction she’d come from: towards Victoria station. She ordered a fried-egg sandwich with ketchup from an Italian café with a board outside and the promise of Full English for twelve and a half pence. A man was staring at her, she felt, and she wondered for a moment if it was the shiny boots, or if perhaps even in London women didn’t eat in workers’ cafés on their own (she looked around and that seemed to be true). She tried to return his gaze in what she hoped was a friendly manner, but he pursed his mouth around his pipe, then slowly and rudely turned his head away. Was he the man she’d seen somewhere earlier that day? On her arrival at the coach station, perhaps. Was he the man who had asked about her case and acted strange and disbelieving when she’d said she hadn’t one, just her navy hand-bag? Why should she explain to a stranger that she’d planned this for months? That she’d sent boxes on ahead, to arrive at Rosemary’s, so that Mum wouldn’t get wind of her plans to leave.


Outside the light rain had stopped but a cloud passed over the sun and the sloshy late-summer day had darkened. Perhaps it was nothing, just that this fellow looked a little like Mr Barr. An older version, but the same prominent brow, overshadowing dark eyes, like a cliff threatening to crumble. She lit a cigarette – something to do with her hands, they were shaking again – and tried to remember if the job had been non-smoking. Had the old gent Mr Reed mentioned smoking at all? What if she didn’t get it, what then?


Rosemary had said she might be able to stay with her but only for a night or two: it would be ‘inconvenient’, Rosemary had said, to bunk up because her employer, Lady Jane (three children: Clemmie, Rupert and Snaggy), was strict and rules would need to be broken. Rosemary wasn’t above breaking them: that was why they were friends. Rosemary would do anything for her.


Suddenly, as she stood at the till counting out the coins to pay, she knew. It wasn’t at Victoria coach station, no. She’d seen this chap outside Knightsbridge Domestic Services. He’d been across the road and nodded to Lucinda as she opened the door. He’d given her a fleeting stare as she’d stepped out after the interview. She was sure it was him. She left now, glancing around without wanting to acknowledge to herself that she was doing so, for the Mr Barr lookalike, the pipe-smoker, but he had left. Seeing her new boots, adeptly avoiding a small puddle, she realised the inspiration for them. Not exactly Chelsea Girl, more Paddington Bear. An impression swam towards her then, herself reading in bed to Peter, squashed into the cupboard-sized room in the caravan, the rain sheeting down on the tin roof, he in his Paddington pyjamas, smelling of hot chocolate and Matey bubble-bath, his blond head warm against her shoulder. Peter would be fine. No need to worry. Mum would read to him now; she would do a good job. That was the strange part. Beattie was a good mother to Peter. Reading to children: that fitted with Beattie’s version of herself; there was no conflict there.


 


Mandy arrived early, paused opposite the house in Knightsbridge trying to assess it. But her experience of London streets was limited. These were town houses, were they, these beautiful white buildings with the little arches over black-painted doors, the white steps (could they be marble?). The terrace seemed more like a row of flats to her. She couldn’t imagine the interiors, how they must miraculously open up inside, like a Tardis. And did they even have back gardens? She stared up at the windows, trying to understand which room they conveyed, which windows belonged to which house. That must be the basement, the window to the left, low down behind railings. She imagined herself describing it to Beattie – And they just leave these huge fancy pots of flowers outside and they don’t seem to worry if anyone will nick them – then felt a pang: Beattie would have got her note by now. She would be – what? Angry or resigned? Mum, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner and had to leave like this. I thought it would be better this way.


You would have tried to stop me. You’d have made me feel sorry for Peter, and guilty. She didn’t write that, but that was what she meant. Or this: For God’s sake. I know I’ve made mistakes but I’m twenty-six years old and if I keep bouncing back like this my own life will never begin. At this rate I’ll never leave home.


She rang the bell at two o’clock and, as she stood there checking her watch, admiring the gleaming round toes of the red boots, she heard a wailing baby. There was a long wait before the door was opened and the petite woman standing there, with a howling baby in her arms, hardly seemed to acknowledge her.


‘She’s been like this all night. I haven’t had a wink of sleep. I’m at my wits’ end.’


The woman – jiggling the baby rather roughly against her orange and green striped T-shirt – didn’t invite Mandy in, but instead glanced out at the street and nodded, with a grim expression, to someone behind Mandy. Mandy turned her head, but didn’t see anyone.


‘Bloody private detective,’ Lady Morven said. ‘I’ll make us a cup of tea.’


The friendly handshake Mandy had prepared, the ‘so pleased to meet you, m’lady’ she had practised (feeling ridiculous) were not required. She stepped over the threshold – a much bigger space than she’d anticipated, a high ceiling of powder blue, a soft rug, silvered mirrors and the scent of freesias – and the baby was placed in her arms.


The promised cup of tea never materialised. Instead Mandy found herself following the small form of her potential employer down the stairs to the basement kitchen, where Lady Morven burst into tears. ‘Oh I’m exhausted, exhausted,’ the countess said, sinking into a chair and burying her head in her arms. ‘Could you take the baby out for a walk or something? The rain’s eased off – if I don’t sleep my head will explode.’


‘Of course,’ Mandy said, between the shrieks of the hot baby, who hadn’t settled at all, and was trying to squirt out from her arms, like toothpaste from a tube. ‘But I thought – Mr Reed suggested this was an interview?’


‘Oh, it’s perfectly fine – you’re nursery-trained, aren’t you? The last girl left three days ago! Three days and I’ve had no help at all!’


Was this the moment to say that she wasn’t a trained nursery nurse? She didn’t think so. Lady Morven clearly didn’t care. There was a smell of Milton disinfectant and several buckets of soaking terry nappies around the kitchen floor. Stockings and bras dripped from a radiator. Dirty dishes, baby bowls and spoons, and opened jars of baby food were piled next to the sink. From another room, perhaps upstairs, came the canned laughter of a television set. Mandy’s impression was that most of the living in this home happened here, that the powder-blue graciousness of the hallway was just a front.


‘I’ll have a lie-down. Have your stuff sent on, won’t you? James is upstairs, glued to the goggle box. I’ll ask him to come and show you where everything is.’


The baby’s screaming drowned her out, and when Mandy called to her departing back, watching her slipping wearily in her stockinged-feet up the stairs, ‘What’s the baby’s name, m’lady?’ she didn’t quite catch the answer.


 


The boy appeared. He was fair, sweet-faced, and the soft, silent way he slipped into the basement kitchen made Mandy feel he was used to being invisible. Or perhaps hoped to be. He was almost the same age as Peter, but nothing about them was similar. Peter seemed so robust – huge – in comparison.


‘I’m Mandy,’ she said brightly.


He held out a hand, stiff and old for his years, and almost stood to attention. ‘James. Mummy said I’m to help you with the pram. It’s in the hall.’


She followed him upstairs – he had bare feet and his heels were chapped and tender-looking – and he showed her the Silver Cross pram. It was brand new and smelt of rubber sheeting. Mandy jiggled the baby in one arm and moved the dummies, cotton scratch mittens, soft Snoopy dog and muslin square that lay in a heap, smoothing out the bottom sheet ready to lay the baby on it. James was putting on socks and smart shoes, carefully tying the laces.


‘What’s his name? Or is it a girl? I’ve forgotten.’ The heavy baby – a year old, Mandy remembered Mr Reed telling her – was wearing a neutral yellow romper suit, and the screwed-up, rather dish-like red face and tufts of ginger hair didn’t give much away.


‘Pamela. But Mummy calls her Diddums.’


Mandy knew that once this child was lying in the pram her screams would only increase in intensity – until she could get her off to sleep – so she was trying to do as much as she could with the child held awkwardly in her arms. Yowling babies were hot and tiring. The child was batting at her, and hard to contain; Mandy’s heart was beating hard and she was already sweating.


The spattering of rain had stopped so no bonnet or woollens were required, but what about a door-key? James showed her where a bunch of keys was kept, on a little shelf above a coat rack. The keys were attached to a brown-leather fob decorated with a crest of some kind. Two wolves with a gate between them. He was watching her looking at the crest and seemed to be biting back the desire to say something.


‘Is there a park to go to?’ Mandy paused to stare back at him. He had thin arms. He was wearing a blue T-shirt that said, Remember you’re a Womble. ‘I might get lost on the way back,’ she added. Some instinct told her this boy liked to be needed. ‘I’ll buy us some ice cream.’


‘Is that man there?’ James asked suddenly, stepping close to the door to peep through the spy-hole.


He stared for a moment, then drew back. Pamela screamed with renewed fury as Mandy laid her in the pram and tugged a crisp white sheet with embroidered bunnies up to her chin. It was immediately flung off and the dummy Mandy offered spat out. Mandy could see the little tongue vibrating in the wide-open mouth. She shuddered with a primal terror of this child, of the ferocity of her despair.


‘Who is he?’ Mandy asked, jostling the pram up and down – movement, movement, that’s what babies like – but hesitating before she opened the door.


‘Daddy sends him to spy on us. Sometimes Daddy’s there instead. I wave to him. But he never waves back,’ James said, and flung the front door wide.


It felt to Mandy as if the baby’s cries filled the whole street and announced her arrival with aching simplicity: Fraud, fraud, fraud. The baby can’t stand her. Here she is, folks. The nanny.


 


Outside Mandy felt weightless and random. A white ping-pong ball bounced noiselessly past her feet; it must have come from an open window, though she didn’t see who had hit it. She walked for a while with James beside her, rocking the pram with one hand whenever she had to wait to cross the road. It was big and springy, and manoeuvrings were required to get it down and up each kerb, but James helped, pressing down on the pram handle with experienced precision. There was no sign of the chap with the pipe, or the man James was anxious about. For about ten minutes Pamela lit up Knightsbridge with her squalls, then finally released herself and slept.


Mandy spied a phone box and went in to ring Rosemary. James stood patiently beside the pram, sentinel stiff, staring straight ahead.


‘Yes, I got it . . .’ Mandy said, pushing ten-pence pieces in when Rosemary picked up. ‘I don’t know her first name. She’s . . . I just tried calling her ‘‘m’lady’’. He’s not there, but he’s the Earl of Morven or something. Yes, not that far from you.’


‘Wow, that’s fab. And when’s your night off?’


‘Oh, she didn’t say. It wasn’t much of an interview. She disappeared.’


‘Well, try and make it Thursdays, like mine. Then we can go to the pub together. I could bring your stuff over this evening, if you like?’


‘Yes, yes, do. And, Rosemary, I told her – she seemed to think . . . What if she asks to see my certificates or something?’


‘Oh, don’t worry. I’ll bring you the Meering handbook and you can crib from that. Is your room nice? Mine’s tiny, and I accidentally killed off all the plants.’


‘I didn’t get to see it. But I think there’s a car—’


‘Fab! Give me the address, then. I’ll see you after I’ve put them to bed. Got to go – I’ve left Snaggy in the playpen.’


Mandy gave the address and shoved hard at the door to the phone box, glad to be rid of the dank smell of cigarettes and cats. She smiled at James but his big eyes only widened, faint eyebrows disappearing into his hairline.


‘Why does Daddy send a man to watch the house?’ she asked him. And then, thinking of the man with the pipe she’d seen outside the café after her visit to the agency: ‘How did he know I had an interview at your house?’


James shrugged. ‘His friend Lucinda works at the agency. The last nanny drank a beer. Daddy said that was deplorable.’


‘Daddy doesn’t live at home, then?’


‘Daddy called Mummy a Neurotic Bitch from Hell. Mummy said he should take his stinking cigars with him and she was sick of lamb chops for dinner.’


Mandy tried to hide her smile, taking hold of the pram and turning around, heading for a little park in a neat square close to the house. It had a gate and a rather enormous padlock, but she had a hunch that one of the keys on the handful attached to the fob that James had given her might work. It did, and she let them both inside. A grey squirrel was sitting primly in a corner, as if waiting for a bus. On seeing them it swirled up a tree. James chased after it. She was glad to see him run, glad that he had it in him to do spontaneous child-like things. She had begun to wonder.


After pushing the pram on a tour of the gated garden – very pretty, very small – Mandy sat down on a bench and reached for the cigarettes in her handbag.


‘Excuse me, Nanny.’


A woman was approaching her in the unmistakable brown uniform of a Norland nanny, huge pram sailing in front of her, a little coronet decorating its raised navy hood. A doll-like girl in a gingham dress followed her.


Mandy put away the cigarettes and looked up, smiling and ready.


The woman parked the pram and ostentatiously put the brake on with a black-shod foot. ‘Is your mummy a titled mummy?’


Mandy’s smile sank. ‘Yes. She’s Lady Morven.’


‘Oh, that’s all right, then. You will excuse my mentioning it, but this is the bench reserved for titled mummies’ nannies.’


Mandy leaped up as if the bench was on fire. ‘Oh, yes, of course. Well, I’m new. I’m Mandy.’


The black-haired child was staring at her, dangling a toy troll in one hand, twisting its lurid turquoise hair around her finger.


‘I’m Nanny Richmond,’ the woman said, taking her place on the bench with a creak. She was a well-turned-out woman of around sixty, grey hair closely cropped, not a scrap of makeup. Her mouth reminded Mandy of the chewed end of a tied balloon. Or an anus. ‘I’m astonished your mummy approves of those.’


She nodded towards the pram where Pamela was sucking noisily on her dummy. Mandy vaguely remembered that Rosemary had told her how the Norland training had frowned on such things but, really, if they wanted their babies quiet the whole time, and the mother wasn’t breast-feeding, what option did she have? The baby would be as fat as a pig if she gave it a bottle all day long.


‘She’s young, Lady Morven. I suppose she has new ideas. Well, lovely to meet you – actually, I was just going . . .’ Mandy tailed off, looking around for James, calling him once, rather feebly, then rattling a row of plastic ducks on elastic strung along the inside of Pamela’s pram, pretending to be entertaining her.


‘So much trouble in that family,’ the nanny said, settling in for a satisfying gossip, shooing away her black-haired charge with a wave of her hand.


James materialised in his characteristic way: silently, from nowhere.


‘Must be off,’ Mandy said again, grateful. James took hold of the pram handle and walked carefully beside her. The word loyal sprang into her thoughts. She felt a little surge of affection for him.
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After the spell in The Poplars and the magical bit when we lived together, Mandy and me, in the cottage on the farm, I came up with this plan, after Mandy left, and my dad said it was a good one. Norland College. To train as a nanny. Maybe there was some life insurance from Mum or something – I never did know how Dad paid for it – but he was happy, so happy, he said. He was embarrassed, feelings always shamed him, but he stood in his faded yellow shapeless sweater and the smell of the dogs clinging to him and said he was proud, so proud of me, and he loved the uniform and the idea of his daughter looking after the children of toffs, lords and ladies. Maybe even royalty. He said Mum would be looking down at me from her place up there with Jesus and she’d be proud too. I thought I’d go first, then Mandy could do it. Join me. That was the big adventure.


Oh, I was pleased that Mandy got herself to London. I’d been scared she wouldn’t. I missed her, the months I spent here on my own. Much more than when I’d been training at Norland because I’d had other friends there. I always felt sane when Mandy was around. I couldn’t wait for her to join me. Every little thing – Clemmie calling me Nanny Seaton, the time I accidentally said to a guest at a wedding, ‘Oh, how beautiful this castle is, never knew people could hire places like this,’ and she said snottily, ‘I grew up here . . .’ All of it would have been all right, been a laugh, with Mandy here. We had been scheming for her to join me. She’d been forwarding her stuff to me in parcels so she didn’t have to tell Beattie, and I’d been hiding them for her. I got that together now in a suitcase and a bottle of Chamade that Lady Jane had given me (bit of a pong – I’m not sure Mandy would like it) and a little cashmere jumper in a gorgeous kingfisher blue. That would suit Mandy’s colouring more than mine.


Clemmie and Snaggy were asleep. Rupert was still up since it was the summer holidays but that was OK: it was my night off, I was allowed out.


I got a black cab right up to her door and the driver knew exactly who lived there. He wanted to talk about John Aspinall and his private zoo in Kent, big cats that lived in the bedroom with him, walked around the place, slept with his wife – had I heard about that? Weren’t they friends of ‘this lot’, the lady of the house? I waited at the back of his cab while he got the case out of the boot, pretending to know nothing, and I didn’t tip him either – nosy bloody parker – when I got out. The telephone was clanging as I rang the doorbell. It was late, after nine thirty, so naturally Mandy rushed to answer the phone as soon as she’d let me in – we just stood there grinning at each other for a second before she dashed to pick it up. I waited, admiring the circular table in the middle of the hall and the lovely soft blue Chinese rug. I worried that the bottom of the case I’d brought would mark it.


‘Hello, hello, it’s Mandy, the nanny,’ she was saying. Most people said their telephone number but she obviously didn’t know hers yet. I had it written on a piece of paper and looked for it in my coat pocket, but Mandy waved away my help and put the phone down sharpish.


‘Crikey,’ Mandy said. ‘Third time that bugger’s rung.’


‘Who?’


‘I don’t know. Clicks off when I speak.’


‘Weird.’


There was a strong smell of cigarette smoke, and these beautiful white flowers, and when I hugged her, the lovely familiar smell that Mandy always has – what is it? – makes me think of the mint we used to pick in the back yard, to put on the new potatoes.


‘Which is your room?’ I asked her.


‘She still hasn’t shown me!’


There was a creak, and a door opened, and a small voice: ‘Who’s there?’


‘It’s me, Mandy. This is my friend, Rosemary.’


She was a beauty, this Lady Morven. Thick brown hair in the same style as Mandy’s, big brown eyes, little turned-up nose, pouty full mouth. She looked like a film star, like Natalie Wood or something. She was so slim too. And kind of liquid, not quite solid in the doorway, as if only her holding onto it was keeping her from melting.


‘I should have watered the lawn. But it’s dark now,’ Lady Morven was saying. She wore a navy quilted dressing-gown and fluffy slippers, also a pearl necklace, a green velvet hairband and black eye-liner that was smudged and half rubbed off.


‘What time is it?’ she asked, seeming to get a bit more solid, firming up. ‘Is there supper? I’m ravenous.’


‘The children are in bed,’ Mandy said, with a sideways glance at me. ‘I asked my friend Rosemary to bring my stuff over.’ I stood beside the suitcase, fiddling with the leather handle, not quite knowing if I should pick it up and take it somewhere. I didn’t quite dare look at Mandy, and I didn’t know why.


‘Well, if you let us know which is my bedroom, we’ll shove this in there and I could make – I could make an omelette?’ Mandy suggested.


Lady Morven gestured towards a door. ‘Oh, I feel marvellous! Refreshed. Extraordinary what a nap can do. Where’s my Diddums? I’ll give her a cuddle.’ As she said this, she put on a babyish voice, raised her shoulders up to her ears and clutched her hands together, like a squirrel.


‘She’s asleep!’ Mandy said, alarmed. But Lady Morven had already scampered up the stairs. I supposed that was where the nursery was. I heaved the case towards the door she’d shown us, and we collapsed on the bed – a four-poster bed! – in Mandy’s new room, trying not to laugh.


‘What’s your place like?’ Mandy asked, when I’d checked to see that the door was properly shut.


‘Strict. It’s all right.’


‘Do you have to call her “m’lady” or something?’


‘Yes. You should too. M’lady.’


‘It’s so odd,’ Mandy said. ‘I’ve been here until now with the kids, just sort of on my own. I felt really funny using her stuff, you know, and poking about in the kitchen. I mean, she’s only just shown up. There was a moment when I thought she’d topped herself. Crikey. Would you let someone in like that and then disappear?’


‘Oh, yeah. I’m getting a bit sick of it. Nobs. Nanny Seaton, could you “desist” from giving Clemmie ice cream? And then the minute my back’s turned, she buys her one.’


I kicked off my summer sandals and opened the suitcase to show Mandy what I’d brought. ‘Your stuff came in boxes. I had to use Lady Jane’s case but I have to take it back. Here’s the Bowlby book and the Meering. I doubt she’s bothered about your qualifications, though.’


From the nursery above we could hear mewing, like a kitten. Unmistakably the sound of a baby, who had been deeply asleep, wakened.
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