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For you, the reader









ORPHAN


1989









English Rose Nanny Agency


Here I am. All eighteen years of me so far on a single piece of paper:








	

CURRICULUM VITAE









	

Name




	

REBECCA SHARP









	

Date of Birth




	

18/07/1970









	

Address


Telephone




	

7 Shelley Court, Haversham, West Sussex, RH12 7FL


0403 53486









	

EDUCATION




	

Chilston House School for Girls (1981–8)


A Levels: French A / Music B


GCSEs: English C / Maths C / French A / History C / Music A / Biology C / Chemistry C









	

WORK EXPERIENCE




	

1988–9: Part-time nanny to the Crisp family where I was responsible for three children aged 1, 3 and 5


1987–9: Office Assistant at the County Times and solely responsible for compiling the weekend TV Guide









	

OTHER ACHIEVEMENTS




	

I have passed my Grade 8 piano exam with Distinction


Fluent French









	

REFERENCES




	

ON REQUEST












This CV was produced on my Olympia SF portable typewriter and posted, a fortnight ago, to the English Rose Nanny Agency at their Knightsbridge offices. The agency was recommended to me by one of my referees, Mr Crisp, for complicated reasons that have nothing to do with his three children. Childcare isn’t what brought us together.


And only some of the information on my CV – currently in the hands of Jemima Pinkerton, the woman interviewing me – is true.


Jemima has a cold that she’s combatting with heavy make-up and the tissues stored in the cuff of her cardigan. A matching navy Alice band keeps the mane of greying chestnut hair in place. There are no rings on her fingers. I notice this because my mother was a bare-fingered woman as well. Something that caused us no end of trouble. Not that Jemima looks like a troublemaker. Far from it.


I scan the desk separating us – a mug rimmed with coral lipstick prints, full ashtray, and a desk calendar stuck on January’s picture of a foal in a snowbound field. It looks unsteady on its feet, like an orphan with rickets.


‘Chilston House School,’ she sniffs. ‘Not Feathers, but still good.’


‘House’ is pronounced ‘hearse’. Something I’ve been practising. ‘Feathers’ is pronounced ‘futhers’, and is short for Featherstone Hall. These things have been carefully researched because, although I’m familiar with Chilston House, I never went to school there. It’s where my mother worked as a cleaner.


When it comes to my past, I enjoy being flexible with the truth. Most people call this lying, but I view it as an exploration of possibilities that circumstance has robbed me of – a creative redress to the accident of birth. For my mother, living truthfully was a major preoccupation. She built an entire moral code around it. But since her unexpected death just over a year ago, I’ve been freed from all that.


Now, facing Jemima Pinkerton, I give an apologetic shrug. Credentials, I’ve discovered (even fake ones), are to be shrugged at. Compliments require a wince. What I’m really trying to affect here is a sort of dead-eyed insouciance. Anything to stifle the stench of need coming off me, because if there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s this: need is off-putting. It makes people feel responsible for you in ways they do not want to be made to feel. Especially when there are no obvious gains. Which is why it’s essential that Jemima doesn’t for a moment suspect just how badly I need this job.


‘You’ll know that my sister, Barbara Pinkerton, is headmistress at Chilston,’ Jemima says, giving in to a yawn.


I do know this – Mr Crisp mentioned the connection.


‘What did you think of it? School, I mean?’


The question catches me out. I’m not used to being asked my opinion.


‘I survived.’


Jemima smiles. Quick. Complicit. She leans forward on her elbows and whispers, ‘Barbara can be hell.’


She pushes a pack of Marlboros across the desk between us and soon we’re straining together over a lighter advertising a nearby auction house, Jemima giving in to a hacking cough as she exhales.


Smoke hangs in the small, carpeted office like fog.


She returns to my CV, trailing ash across it. ‘Fluent French?’


‘Proficient’ would be more accurate, but like the rest of my academic achievements, I’ve risked overplaying it.


‘My father was French – and a pianist,’ I say, stubbing out the cigarette in the now overflowing ashtray. ‘He died when I was a child.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry.’


I bat at the smoke between us, dismissive.


And my father might have been French; he might have been a pianist as well, for all I know. I never met him. Sometimes, I have him dying in a car accident, conjuring up images of an Aston Martin flying off a hairpin Alpine bend. Other times, he has a terminal disease. My mother, I recast as a Russian ballerina who defected from the Bolshoi only to have him die in her arms. It depends on who I’m speaking to, but with two parents gone, the possibilities are limitless.


‘Hence the piano.’ Jemima nods, glad to have my musical and linguistic abilities accounted for. ‘Could you give lessons?’


‘Of course!’


I really do play the piano – used to be rather good at it, actually – and my eagerness is hard to conceal. My posture is all wrong, suddenly. Too alert.


Jemima, thumbing the small photograph I was asked to send with my application, hesitates. But then her attention returns to my CV. ‘No NNEB qualification?’


‘No, but I’ve had extensive experience with young children,’ I say, trying to keep my voice level, briefly terrified that I’m about to be summarily dismissed and sent back to the small town I left earlier this morning. ‘The family I worked for has three under-fives.’


Her face is unreadable despite the earlier flash of intimacy and the shared Marlboros. She looks at me for what feels like a long time until finally, moving now with a new and unexpected sense of purpose, she opens the desk drawer.


Still holding my breath, I watch as she runs her fingers over the row of hanging files inside, before selecting a buff folder with CLEVELAND scrawled in caps across the top right corner. The Clevelands are a banker’s family living in Sunbury-on-Thames. Jemima lists their credentials, trying to sound disinterested but unable to prevent awe from slipping in: a riverside estate located on the private island of Wheatleys Eyot; access to five acres of idyllic grounds including tennis courts and a heated swimming pool; accommodation in a separate guest annexe with en-suite and a self-contained kitchen; my own VW Golf and no responsibility for the Clevelands’ dogs – they have their own nanny.


Despite all this, I hear myself say, ‘I was kind of hoping for London.’


It sounds like an apology.


Jemima blinks, as if surprised to find herself in the Knightsbridge office when only seconds before she was stalking the sun-ridden lawns of the Clevelands’ riverside mansion. A place where all of life’s missed opportunities were gathered. Clearly.


‘London,’ she repeats. Her face tightens, the mouth puckering. ‘Well.’ With an aggressive thrust, the Clevelands are refiled before I can change my mind. ‘There is a family.’ She rifles, distracted, among the graffitied folders in the drawer once more. ‘Although, I should tell you—’


Finding what she’s looking for, she stops abruptly. Her fingers tap on the buff folder. ‘They’ve had three girls previously. None has lasted longer than a couple of months.’


The way she says it – girls – makes them sound somehow culpable.


‘The first two had nothing to do with us.’ She screws up her nose. ‘But I’m sorry to say that the last one was an English Rose – with a vivid imagination. If we move forward with this, you’ll be living with the family as an employee. That is something you need to be clear about. It will help you to establish and maintain boundaries, which are of course essential to the smooth running of any household.’


She relinquishes her grip on the buff folder. It lies on the desk between us as she grabs at the box of cigarettes again, draws out the last one and lights it, eyes thin with relief.


‘It helps in case things get fuzzy.’ She turns away, blowing smoke sideways out of her mouth. ‘And of course, if things do get fuzzy, there’s no need to become hysterical. Hysteria,’ she persists, sounding suddenly irritable, ‘especially the girlish sort, is so disruptive to the general order of things. Not at all what’s expected of an English Rose nanny.’


She pauses in her cautionary tale, giving me time to agree with her.


‘Of course.’


Our eyes finally meet. Her mouth twitches. Almost a smile.


‘Most of these husbands aren’t predators. They are simply opportunists. A cheerful refusal will suffice.’


Her eyes seek out the buff folder again.


Tipping my head to one side, I read the name CRAWLEY. ‘The Crawleys? The newspaper people?’


My voice rises. Far too excited. The Crawleys own the country’s biggest-selling tabloid, the Mercury. I first heard of them one hot afternoon in the offices at the County Times when it was announced that our little local paper was being gobbled up by the Crawley Corporation. The announcement was made by a pale but impassioned Mr Saunders, the newspaper’s editor. ‘Gobbled’ was his word. He likened it to an act of cannibalism.


Hauling a tissue covered in lipstick smears from the sleeve of her cardigan, Jemima gives her nose a fretful dust and says, ‘I think you’ll be the perfect fit, Rebecca.’









Haversham


The school I went to had a flat roof and a broken boiler. It boasted a pigeon infestation and asbestos in the classrooms, over half of which housed cookers, sewing machines and ironing boards. This was a girls’ comprehensive in the eighties and domestic science was a big part of our curriculum. We were taught how to darn socks, sew our own clothes, iron shirts (men’s shirts) and prepare family meals that were nutritious as well as economical, by two women who had not only failed to recover from post-war rationing as children but who had likewise failed to have families of their own. We also learned shorthand and touch-typing in case domestic bliss evaded us and we needed to fend for ourselves. Most girls left at sixteen to work in the local supermarket or in one of the factories on the town’s industrial estate. Some left pregnant. Those who remained, and very few did, took A Levels with a view to being recruited by Sun Alliance, an insurance company with headquarters in the town.


As far as I could tell, each of these avenues was, in its own way, a life sentence rather than a life.


Chilston House School for Girls was about five miles out of town. A Palladian villa set beside a lake in rolling Sussex Weald, this was a sequestered world surrounded by high walls and fences, boundaries that enclosed endless courts, pitches and tracks, long lawns splashed with cedar, rhododendron and magnolia.


The girls themselves were like distant figures from books and films to me. I saw them sometimes, in town. Their distinctive uniform – the navy skirts and red blazers – set them apart. Of course, there were other things beyond the uniform that also set them apart. Things I sensed but didn’t fully come to understand until later.


They were fortunate.


An accidental achievement so much more alluring than anything hard-won or striven for. I would follow them into shops where smiling assistants jostled to attend to them. Nobody told them not to touch things or tailed them between aisles to stop them from shoplifting.


They had other places to go and were only passing through our small town.


Although I didn’t realize it at the time, the school’s ambitions for its pupils weren’t too dissimilar from those of my own school. The well-carpeted seclusion of Chilston House was billed in the 1989 Good Schools Guide as ‘a haven for daughters of well-born, conventional parents for whom the social result is more important than the academic’.


Six days a week, it was a haven my mother cleaned, wearing regulation blue overalls embroidered with the Chilston House emblem – a swan – the two pouch-like pockets packed with Golden Virginia tobacco and Rizla papers. She subsisted almost entirely on a diet of roll-ups, black tea and slim shakes. Never that interested in food, she ignored all my attempts to feed her solids – toast and beans, mostly, along with the occasional can of ravioli.


‘Have to look after my figure, Becky,’ she would say. ‘It’s all I’ve got.’


Every Saturday up until I turned thirteen, she would take me to Chilston House with her. Sometimes we gave a lift to Caroline, one of the other cleaners. Caroline used to bring a white poodle to work with her. He sat on her lap and looked out of the window during the car journey, panting with excitement by the time we turned through the school gates and into the avenue of horse chestnuts – the girls, who were only allowed to keep small pets, made such a fuss of him.


Caroline had a husband, Joe, who liked to tie her up when they were having sex. My mother and Caroline loved to talk about Joe. They would light their cigarettes in unison, wind down the windows and drop their voices to a whisper. I was told to listen to my music, my mother checking in the rear-view mirror to make sure my headphones were covering my ears. But while staring out of the window, affecting disinterest, I would turn down the volume.


Caroline liked to show my mother the rope burns on her wrists and ankles, the bite marks on her neck and, once, hitching up her cleaning overalls, her thigh. Caroline pretended to be upset, and my mother pretended to be sympathetic. But she forgot to match her face to her voice. It wasn’t sympathy she felt as she took her eyes off the road to peer at the legacy of Joe’s passion on Caroline’s body. It wasn’t envy either. Although this is what Caroline – preening herself in the passenger seat – mistook my mother’s curiosity for.


It was pity.


She would seek out my eyes in the rear-view mirror, knowing I was listening in to every word, and shoot me a quickfire smile. Too fast for Caroline – lost in her Joe-ish fug – to notice.


My mother had boyfriends. I never met these men and none of them lasted. But for months at a stretch, she would go out on Saturday night dates. The flat would smell of bubble bath, blow-dried hair, perfume and lipstick. Her excitement at going out. There would be music playing on the stereo – Bruce Springsteen, usually – that she sang along to as she moved between bathroom and bedroom with me traipsing after her, made increasingly anxious by her imminent departure.


‘Becky, I really need this,’ she would pout, running her hand down the side of my face, before flying downstairs in a clatter as soon as Angelina, our neighbour, arrived to babysit.


Which is why I guess she never said anything to Caroline and why Caroline, in turn, pitied my mother. For her silence, for me – the kid she had to cart around everywhere with her – and because Caroline’s life was in better shape than my mother’s. This was the unspoken rule of their friendship. Caroline lived in a house she owned, not a council flat, and she was married. She had an upstairs and downstairs, a poodle, and a husband who was into S&M. So, Caroline got to do the talking and my mother got to do the listening. This was how things worked.


They were popular with the older girls, who were no doubt treated to the same tales of Joe and his predilections. But it wasn’t Joe who made them popular. Alongside cleaning, Caroline ran a lucrative business selling contraband vodka and cigarettes to the sixth-formers at vastly marked-up prices.


I never knew whether my mother was involved in the racketeering because after getting out of the car, we parted ways.


She would pull me to her and kiss the crown of my head before pushing me away with an embarrassed smile: ‘Now piss off and stay out of trouble.’ This was for Caroline’s benefit. Caroline, who would stand beside the car clutching her white poodle, impatient at this show of maternal affection. But I knew that when my mother said, ‘Piss off’ in that rough way of hers, what she really meant was, ‘I love you.’


Every Saturday was the same. After my mother and Caroline cut me loose, I would go straight to the music block where I spent the rest of the morning practising piano. The music block was a new building, shaped like an octagon and never warm. In the winter months, I had a small electric fan heater that I would take with me, the hot air burning my ankles and heating little else.


Being able to practise on one of the school’s well-tuned uprights was a privilege my mother had secured for me by accident one bright frosty morning when she was hurrying past the music block, cigarette in hand.


As she passed, someone called out asking for a light. She stopped in her tracks. There was a man leaning from a practice room window.


‘I don’t know what got into me, but there I was telling him all about you, Becky,’ my unusually excited mother said later, blushing, her hands stuffed into the pockets of her cleaning overalls. She was pleased with herself and her bravery, breathless with it still. ‘About your piano playing and stuff. I told him that we didn’t have a piano at home and asked if you could use one of the practice rooms at the weekend.’ She paused here for dramatic effect, licking at a frond of tobacco stuck to her lip. ‘He said yes. He said yes, it would be OK.’


I met this teacher – the smoker – shortly afterwards, halfway through Debussy’s ‘Clair de Lune’. One morning, the door to the practice room opened and a man appeared briefly, a cigarette clamped between thin lips. Despite my mother’s constant warning that I was to remain invisible – something that made me increasingly anxious about contact with others – I didn’t really register him. He felt distant as things often did when I played. The door shut again, the man vanished, and I forgot all about him. When I finished, I unplugged the heater and checked to make sure I’d left no other traces of my presence in the room. My mother was very particular about this. ‘We don’t want to get into trouble,’ she would say. Trouble being something she was prone to.


As I turned out the light, plunging the room into February gloom, the door opened once more. It was the man from earlier. He apologized for disturbing me (the first apology I had ever received from an adult). He had been listening from the corridor outside and felt compelled – he used that word, ‘compelled’ – to find out who was playing.


His eyes shone. ‘It’s Rebecca, right?’


I nodded, embarrassed. I was at an age when it was always embarrassing to hear my name spoken.


He didn’t introduce himself but this, I realized, must be the music teacher my mother had spoken to.


He stepped into the small practice room, the door shutting behind him with a tidy click. Patting the piano stool as he passed it, he sat down in a plastic chair pushed against the wall and crossed his legs. There was something almost feminine about his posture and I couldn’t decide whether I found this reassuring or unnerving. Either way, I understood how hard it must have been for my mother to speak to him. He wasn’t anything like the men I overheard her discussing with Angelina when she came home late on a Saturday night; men who seemed to take up too much space in her life, making it feel messy. I couldn’t imagine this man taking up so much as a centimetre more than he needed. Even his silhouette felt tidy.


I hesitated, unsure whether I’d read the gesture right.


‘Go on,’ he urged. I was hovering with the heater in my arms still, and then he flashed me a smile. Expectant.


I put the heater back on the floor and sat down, becoming uncomfortably aware of my shoes suddenly. They were the ones I wore to school and the only pair I owned. Black. Scuffed. I tucked them under the piano stool.


Neither of us thought to switch on the light. Perhaps it was because of this – the lack of light creating a false sort of night – that I chose to play a Chopin nocturne.


Afterwards, he said, ‘Has your mother heard you?’ He sounded distracted, almost as if he wasn’t talking to me at all. ‘You’re really very good.’


I didn’t know what to say. I never knew what to say when I was paid a compliment.


‘I’m Mr Crisp,’ he continued into the silence that followed.


Then he asked who taught me.


In later years, I would tell people that my father was a pianist with the London Symphony Orchestra and that it was him who first taught me piano. But Mr Crisp knew – because my mother had told him – that we didn’t have a piano at home, he knew that my mother was a cleaner, and he knew that made it unlikely that she had ever been married to a successful professional pianist. I knew enough about the world at eleven to know this. So, mumbling and ashamed, I told Mr Crisp the truth.


My mother used to clean for an elderly neighbour and ex-piano teacher called Cyril Byrd. While she cleaned his cramped, book-bound flat, he let me play on his piano. It was out of tune and had a buzzing middle C, but I didn’t care. Everything about the instrument excited me. I couldn’t explain why, I just felt drawn to it. My mother watched this newfound obsession unfold at a preoccupied distance, unsure whether to encourage it.


After a while, Cyril offered to formalize the arrangement by giving me two lessons a week after school. Payment in kind, he suggested, for the cleaning and – increasingly – shopping my mother now did for him as he became less and less mobile, something she refused to accept any money for. Not even when he grabbed at her hand and forced the notes into her palm – she would slip them under the dish in the hallway as we left.


Although his eyes barely moved as I spoke, I felt somehow processed by Mr Crisp.


At first, he said nothing. Then, lighting another cigarette, he began to speak about the music he liked, encouraging me to do the same. We talked about Chopin, Bach, Beethoven and Brahms, who – I confided to Mr Crisp – I didn’t understand. There were specific recordings he recommended I listen to, cassettes he said he would lend me. We spoke in a way I’d never spoken to anybody before. Not even Cyril Byrd.


Usually, adult attention was something I curled up under. But this – this was different. I could feel myself quite literally unfurling in the face of his enthusiasm. Blossoming, unseasonably, on the spot. My stomach so tight with excitement it was starting to hurt. Eleven pent-up years of solitude breaking all over the floor of that tiny practice room.


Then he started to explain about the music scholarships available at the school.


And although I didn’t understand everything he said to me that morning, I understood this: the fifty-two white and thirty-six black piano keys were my way out. And in. A bridge linking our damp, disorderly flat to the magic kingdom that was Chilston House School.









Leaving


Stranded between the flat’s lounge and hallway, I watch as Paul hauls the first of my two towering suitcases, packed with everything I own in the world – including the Olympia SF portable typewriter, a last Christmas present from my mother – out of the front door.


‘Jesus, Becky, what’s in here?’ he pants, shouldering the weight of it before disappearing step by step down the block’s main stairwell.


Outside, it’s barely morning yet and freezing cold.


‘Will someone please shut the fucking door!’ Angelina calls from the armchair in the lounge.


She’s sitting in fluffy pink slippers watching a breakfast show, whose hosts smile, fixedly, at the camera. She stares back at them, motionless apart from her right hand, which holds a cigarette and moves between her mouth and the ashtray balanced on the arm of the chair. The ashtray is painted with a black Scottie dog and was a honeymoon gift from Bute.


Unlike my mother, Angelina was once married. There are photographs on the sideboard of her husband in uniform – he fought and died in the Falklands. Formal wedding photos, silver-framed, and smaller informal ones of them on holiday together. Angelina before she was sad; before she became frayed around the edges. Her thin, tanned arms slung around a handsome man who looks a lot like Paul. Sparkling in a way I find hard to believe possible, despite the photographic evidence.


My mother used to say that the reason Angelina’s flat was so meticulous was because of her time as a military wife. Perhaps. Or perhaps it was just in her nature. Either way, life in these well-maintained rooms has always felt ordered to me. Time is demarcated; objects have a home, and furniture a fixed purpose.


There is no clutter.


There are no teetering piles.


The carpet is not obscured by heaps of discarded clothes, kicked-off shoes and wet bath towels.


Unlike next door, on the other side of the wall where, up until my mother’s death thirteen months ago, chaos reigned. Inside our flat, the shabby rooms and even shabbier furniture littering them had long since lost any sense of their original purpose. Every now and then – usually in preparation for a visit from Mark – my mother would make an effort and rush around trying to tidy the place. But she never achieved anything close to the order of Angelina’s flat. Not even temporarily. How could she when she was at her happiest leaving a perpetual trail of debris in her wake? An empress in a council flat.


The disorder in which we lived used to make me anxious, but since my mother’s death, I’ve not only missed it, I’ve come to understand that it marked her ongoing attempt to live a life less ordinary, something I fought as a child when ordinary was all I wanted. Now, living with Angelina, I’m beginning to see that ordinary has its limitations.


Paul reappears, humming to himself. He’s gone through his Robert Smith phase – messy make-up; hair like plumage – and come out the other side. Now he looks like the sort of young man who upends social order in a Forster novel. George’s influence. Today, however, his slight form is made bulky by the anorak he’s wearing over his work uniform: dark trousers, short-sleeve white shirt, red tie and name badge.


‘You off?’ Angelina says, standing with an effort and shuffling towards me in her slippers. The shuffling is new. Something I’ve been too preoccupied to notice until now.


She wraps me in a hard embrace. Shutting my eyes, I push myself into her woolly shoulder. I remember how she would make popcorn when she used to babysit me. The bowl between us on the bed, and Angelina asking me the sort of questions my mother never asked about school. Peering around the room at the certificates Blu-tacked to the walls. She was openly impressed. Admiring even, in a way my mother wasn’t, which is why I started saving up my achievements for Angelina instead. I loved the bright, eager look on her face when I gave her my most recent test results. The wide-eyed pleasure she took in me. More than that, the possibility she saw in me.


Whenever I hurt myself, it was Angelina I took my cuts and bruises to. They only irritated my mother, who didn’t have the energy for anyone else’s pain. More importantly, she didn’t have the treasure trove of a first aid kit that Angelina kept in a cupboard beneath the kitchen sink. When I ran to her, sobbing with shock, a knee or elbow bleeding, she would bundle me into her lap at the table and we would rifle through the contents of the tin together, deciding on the best course of action for whatever wounds I bore. There was an eight-month gap between my mother’s death and my eighteenth birthday. During these eight months, Angelina made arrangements to formally foster me.


The truth is, I have debts I can’t possibly hope to repay, and the realization of this now only makes me push my face harder into Angelina’s jumper. She smells of the best parts of my childhood. If I was able to, I would bottle that scent and take it with me.


‘Come on,’ she mumbles into my hair. Even though she’s the one doing all the crying.


Finally, she pushes me away with a series of untidy sniffs, holding me at arm’s length. Her voice is suddenly urgent, taking on the edge it does when she’s being affectionate. The same voice she once used – head hanging, intent, over a fresh wound on my leg – to tell me that she’d always wanted a daughter of her own. Words that made me feel coveted. A rarity. ‘You’ll be all right, Becky, you hear me? You’ll be all right.’


‘I’ll phone.’


‘No,’ she almost shouts. ‘You won’t phone. And you won’t write. You’ll forget all about this place. Promise me that.’


Paul has managed to hoist one of the suitcases into the boot and the other one onto the back seat of the car that used to belong to my mother, sold to him because I needed the money and couldn’t bear the thought of anyone else driving it.


Already sagging under the weight of the two suitcases, it sags further as we climb in.


After my mother died, I cleaned the car in a frenzy as if the empty Rizla packets, Golden Virginia pouches, hardened orange peel and cracked cassette cases with the wrong cassettes inside were incriminating evidence. But the traces of Rive Gauche – the last birthday present I bought her – still clung effortlessly to everything.


Bleary from the pub last night, Paul talks himself through slotting the key into the ignition and crunching my mother’s car into gear – she never crunched the gears.


In the early days, before Mark, it was driving the car that kept her happy, kept her alive. Most of her wages went on petrol and tobacco. Food, shelter, light and warmth weren’t necessities to her like they are to most people. It’s the only time I remember her at peace – behind the wheel, a cigarette between her lips, windows down, hair blowing.


‘Where are we going?’ I’d say, made anxious by the absence of any apparent destination.


‘Does it matter?’ she’d reply, much less snappish than usual.


We drove at random through country lanes and – after night fell – sleeping villages, my mother peering out at the illuminated houses we passed as though she was searching for something only half remembered.


The Greenline coach to London Victoria is already parked in the station forecourt when we arrive, trailing clouds of exhaust fumes behind us in the cold air.


‘So,’ Paul grins, sheepish.


‘So,’ I grin back.


Embarrassed suddenly, we eye each other up. Then I lean towards him and push my mouth into his cheek. Up close, he smells stale.


The first time I kissed Paul, I was thirteen. We were lying on my bed one empty afternoon, listening to the Cure above a summer storm. Unsurprised to find ourselves twisting towards each other – even though there had never been anything sexual between us. The kiss had more to do with a lazy sort of curiosity than desire. I was girl-soft. He was boy-smooth and smelt of good things. Like sherbet dips and pencil shavings. He put a hand against my cheek. It was the hand that wore the red leather Snoopy watch I’d always coveted. I could hear it ticking as he moved his face towards mine.


My first proper kiss. For a moment, I thought we understood each other more completely than either of us would ever be able to understand another person again. I thought this right up until Paul pulled back, his elbow pushed into my pillow, looking down at me and shaking his head.


‘Nah,’ he exhaled. ‘Not my thing.’


My mother realized long before the rest of us did. When she told Angelina, they had a terrifying row, but that didn’t stop Paul coming round. Just as I had my reasons for visiting his mother – the first aid kit, regular meals – Paul had his reasons for visiting mine. These reasons were the long, giggling dressing-up sessions that took place in my mother’s bedroom, when they would wade and rifle through her dresses, high-heeled shoes, her scattered jewellery collection and any bits of make-up they could lay their hands on. Things I’d shown no interest in.


Paul, I know, still misses her.


He shakes the hair from his face, grabbing at my wrists and giving them a light squeeze. ‘The Crawleys, Becky. You’re going to work for the fucking Crawleys. I mean – what are the chances?’


Tugging a hand loose, I flick at his name badge. ‘Give me six months. I’ll have something worked out by then, and you can join me. We’ll find somewhere to rent.’


He glances down at his uniform, which is for an electronics store in town. ‘This is temporary. It isn’t so bad. There’s the 20 per cent staff discount.’


‘Come on, London’s always been the plan.’


We’ve been trading dreams since childhood, and he’s the only person – apart from George – who knows that since I stopped playing piano at thirteen, I’ve been writing. Poetry and short stories mostly. But since winning the County Times Young Journalist of the Year award, I’ve been thinking about becoming a war correspondent – imagining myself writing reports while under fire, in shaking hotels with decor obscured by concrete dust.


‘Maybe.’


He leaves the engine running as he hauls the suitcases from the car.


The coach driver watches us from the pavement while finishing a cigarette, then he jerks his head in the direction of the open luggage storage area and disappears up the steps of the coach.


Paul tails me to the door, standing with his shoulders hunched, shivering. He looks ill.


‘Six months,’ I urge, desperate suddenly to avoid this sense of ending. ‘I’ll phone with my new number, OK?’


‘OK,’ he says. Nothing more than an echo.


As we pull away it starts to rain. Slipping on my headphones, I wave at him from behind the streaked glass, but he doesn’t wave back. We turn a corner and Paul disappears, along with my mother’s car.









Haversham


The summer I turned eight, my mother’s car journeys started taking place at night. ‘Let’s go for a drive,’ she would announce, waking me up and hauling me from my bed without explanation. The first time it happened, I thought she’d chosen our route at random, but we kept going back to the same village. Then we started pulling up outside the same house. I came to understand without her having to say anything that this house was the destination – had always been the destination – of our night drives.


It stood alone, a garden wrapped around it, just like all the other houses on the street: well-tended family homes with piles of bicycles in the front garden, children who had been allowed to stay up late shrieking somewhere close by, and often the smell of a barbecue through the open car windows.


‘Who do you think lives there?’ she would say.


It became a game, inventing the family who lived in the house – a game I was good at.


One night, we were parked in our usual spot when it started to rain, a torrential summer rain that made the windows of the car steam up immediately. I rubbed a peephole into the condensation as the door to the house opened and a child around my age appeared, illuminated by a porch light. Oblivious to the rain, she ran into the garden, arms flapping in the dressing gown she was wearing as if gesturing at the downpour to stop. Seconds later, a man followed her out of the house holding a coat over his head. Until, crouching beside a bicycle which had been left collapsed in the grass, she pulled a soft toy from the basket and started cradling it.


‘It’s Mr Hamilton and Amy,’ I said above the sound of the rain banging on the car roof, turning – excited – to my mother (Hamilton was the name I’d given the family). As if they were two fictional characters brought, unexpectedly, to life.


‘Open the window – I can’t see.’


I started to turn the handle, but my mother, impatient, took wide sweeps at the fogged-up windscreen with her arm, accidentally switching on the headlights and catching the attention of Mr Hamilton. Pushing against me from behind, she thrust her head towards the open window. Sometimes, I’m convinced that she shouted into the rain. Other times, I’m equally convinced that she remained silent. Either way, Mr Hamilton scooped his daughter up into his arms, pulling the coat over them both, and fled – it really did feel as if he was fleeing – back towards the house.


We remained staring out of the open window, our faces wet. The next thing my mother said – or perhaps it was the first – I clearly remember.


‘I could walk in there and destroy everything. The whole show.’


I waited, my breath slowing. I didn’t for a moment doubt her – my mother wasn’t a woman to make empty threats. Eyes fixed on the house, I tried to imagine the destruction. Would it explode? Go up in flames? Or simply crumple into the overgrown tangle of summer garden? And what about the people inside – did they have any idea of the danger they were in? Part of me wanted to find out, but another part of me – the bigger part – was terrified of her leaving the car, crossing the road, pushing open the front gate and following the path to the front door.


‘It’s a lie. A big, fucking lie. They don’t know that, but we do, Becky,’ she said, with a softness I wasn’t used to. ‘We have that on them. We have that, at least.’


By the time we returned to the estate, the lights in everybody’s windows had gone out.


‘Home,’ I said, relieved.


Years later, when I was driving myself, I tried to find the house my mother threatened to destroy, but I couldn’t remember the name of the village. If it ever had a name.









Arriving


Blinking through clumps of waterlogged hair, I take in the stretch of marble dotted with side tables, lamps and flowers. Monstrous blooms that are reflected over and over again in the lobby’s mirrored walls.


At the far end, near the lifts, a reception desk and uniformed concierge. Although he doesn’t lift his head from the book he’s reading, I can feel him watching me as I approach.


‘You can’t leave those there.’


A pair of eyes slide from the book to the two suitcases I’ve parked by the revolving door. Up close, he’s not much older than me. Ignoring his comment, I say, ‘I’m here to see the Crawleys.’


This seems to interest him. Enough to put down the copy of Hollywood Wives and take a better look at me. A smile ropes itself across his face.


‘You must be the new nanny.’ He sprawls back in the chair behind reception, counting out loud on his fingers. ‘Nanny number four. Want to know what happened to the last one?’


‘I know what happened.’


He repositions himself energetically in his chair, leaning across the desk whose surface is now covered in run-off from my hair. A series of miniature puddles.


‘Number three got homesick. Apparently.’ The smile widens, stretching from ear to ear before he collapses back in his chair again. ‘Just take the lift straight up.’


I retrieve the suitcases one at a time, wheel them across the lobby and manoeuvre them into the juddering lift.


As the doors start to close, he calls out, ‘You won’t last a week.’


Standing in the carpeted hallway, I press on the doorbell and wait. I can’t hear ringing on the other side. In fact, I can’t hear anything at all. This is a padded world where sounds recede and diminish. A person could be murdered, I think, and nobody would notice.


At last, the door is opened by a woman in her late twenties. She has highlights and a Rolling Stones T-shirt stretched to its limits across the largest pair of breasts I’ve ever seen. Her face is a pretty but untidy smudge. Like she’s been crying.


Beyond her shoulders, an expanse of cream and gold apartment stretches out indefinitely.


Pulling myself together and putting on my best Chilston House voice, I say, ‘Excuse me, but is this the Crawley residence?’


‘The Crawley residence?’ she repeats, barking out a sudden laugh.


The voice is a surprise. Traces of Essex still in the vowels. Shaped, like my mother’s, by wind-chewed marshes and low skies. It catches me out, but after a few seconds, I manage to regain my balance.


‘Yeah, this is the Crawley residence.’ She gives my soaking coat sleeve an unexpected squeeze. ‘And thank fuck you’re here.’


‘Rebecca,’ I finish for her. Before venturing, ‘Mrs Crawley?’


‘Call me Rosa.’


The next minute, both arms are thrown around me. Another blast of laughter, up close this time, as snuggled against her ample bosom, my visions of severe housekeepers and aloof, well-groomed wives vanish.


This isn’t what I was expecting.


When I’m finally released, it’s to find a waist-high child contemplating me with dark eyes only just visible beneath a pair of swimming goggles. This must be Violet Crawley. Half the reason I’m here. Her long hair hangs, uncombed, over shoulders that flinch suddenly as a baby starts to cry.


‘Lulu’s awake.’


The child says this to me rather than her mother.


‘Fuck,’ Rosa exhales.


But she seems to be more interested in my suitcases than the crying baby. I wonder if she might be drunk. Or even medicated. There’s something uneven about her that reminds me of my mother when she was on Prozac.


‘Did you bring those upstairs yourself?’


We all eye the enormous suitcases filling the corridor outside. Streaked, still, with dark patches from the rain.


‘The little prick,’ Rosa explodes, before I have time to answer. ‘The little prick!’


She stalks off, barefoot, down the corridor towards the lifts.


‘Do you want me to see to Lulu?’ I call out after her.


‘No,’ she calls back, ‘she’ll cry herself out. And don’t even think about moving those suitcases. Violet, why don’t you show Becky around the apartment.’


The child watches me through the goggles she’s wearing. I watch her back, briefly intent on each other before her eyes shift to the parked cases, almost the same height as her.


‘You’ve got a lot of stuff.’


Is this a good or a bad thing?


‘Kate only had one suitcase.’


Homesick Kate. Nanny number three. Feeling measured suddenly against my predecessor, I say, ‘Do you miss her?’


Violet shrugs, considering me carefully. ‘How far can you swim?’


‘One thousand metres.’


‘One thousand metres,’ she repeats, her jaw going slack. ‘Kate could hardly swim a length. She wore make-up to the swimming pool, and she wouldn’t put her head underwater.’


I decide to risk an opinion. ‘She sounds boring.’


Violet looks pleased. ‘What’s in them?’ she demands, twisting back towards the suitcases.


‘Guess.’


‘Clothes?’


‘Try lifting one.’


Curiosity animates her solemn little face as she slides across the parquet floor and attempts to lift one of the suitcases. She heaves her shoulders up towards her ears with the effort.


‘I can’t,’ she gasps, making a show of shaking her arms and panting. ‘It’s too heavy. What’s inside?’


‘You’re sure you want to know?’


‘Tell me,’ she demands, fists and jaw clenched as she starts to jump on the spot. Her crying sister is forgotten.


Lowering my voice, I whisper, ‘Bodies.’


She lets out an excited yelp that seems to take her by surprise. Her face is alight now. Her eyes shine behind the goggles.


‘The bodies of all the other children I’ve looked after.’


‘You’re lying,’ she squeals, ecstatic.


‘It’s true. Take a look if you don’t believe me.’


Violet flounders, coming to a complete standstill while darting a series of covert glances at the suitcases, whose lumpish bulges have taken on a far more sinister aspect. For a moment, I almost believe it myself.


‘Go on,’ I urge.


Running her tongue quickly across her upper lip, she advances. Cautiously. On tiptoe. Before coming to a stop. ‘How did you fit all the bodies inside?’


‘I cut them up,’ I assert, gravely. ‘Arms. Legs. Head.’


I mime the procedure, Violet following the movement of my hands.


A new determination settles over her.


Taking hold of a handle, she rocks one of the cases awkwardly backwards and forwards before aiming a kick at it and venturing the hopeful verdict, ‘Doesn’t feel like bodies.’


‘Look inside.’


She extends a thin arm towards the shining zip then changes her mind.


‘Open it!’ she commands, rounding on me.


‘You’re sure?’


She nods.


Reaching around her, I pull on the zip.


She presses her face as close to the opening as she dares, then whispers, ‘I can’t see anything.’


‘Put your hand inside.’


Caught somewhere between fear and excitement, she squeezes her eyes shut before pushing a small hand through the opening. A squeal, and the hand is withdrawn.


‘You tricked me,’ she announces happily, as the goggles are at last removed, leaving behind deep, red indents in the skin around her eyes. ‘You’re fun. Not like Kate. You won’t get homesick, will you?’


‘I can’t.’


‘Can’t?’ Violet echoes, her face wide open, waiting.


‘I don’t have a home. I don’t have any parents either.’


‘You’re an orphan!’ She stares at me with renewed fascination, as if looking for physical symptoms. ‘Like Annie.’


Violet gives me a tour of the apartment as instructed by Rosa. I follow her through a series of vast rooms whose polished floors she slides across in stockinged feet while I tiptoe behind. Each one we pass through is full of the same heavy hush. The sound of the crying baby has as good as vanished.


It’s hard not to be impressed and when Violet’s back is turned, I give in to a gaping awe.


‘Daddy’s study,’ she warns, suddenly censorious as we come to a halt outside a closed door. ‘Nobody goes in there.’ Adding, for good measure, ‘It’s locked.’


At the sound of her voice, there’s a squawk on the other side, followed by frantic flutterings and scufflings.


‘What is that?’ I whisper.


‘Winston, the parrot. It’s why we go through so many cleaners. They’re expected to muck out the cage and most of them refuse. Mummy fired the last cleaner yesterday.’ She snaps the goggles back onto her face, sounding much older than five when she says, ‘We’ve been alone since then.’


Perhaps it’s her baby sister’s arrival in the cream and gold apartment that has made Violet the sombre, watchful child she is. Or perhaps she’s just made that way. But it’s as if a little darkness has already crept into her childish world. It’s something I recognize.


‘Well, I’m here now,’ I say, without thinking.


She grabs at my hand, a clutching, sticky-fingered grip. ‘I know we’re not meant to, but let’s go and see Lulu.’


The door to the nursery is ajar and although the crying has stopped, lonely-sounding snuffles can be heard coming from inside. The thought of stepping into the shuttered room with its animal smells terrifies me. Despite the references and reassurances given to Jemima Pinkerton, I’ve never so much as held a baby before.


‘Lulu,’ Violet calls out in a singsong whisper, pushing open the door and padding into the room. Inside is a hectic world of primary colours.


The shape in the cot stirs.


I watch as Lulu hauls herself through the tumult of blankets and soft toys until she reaches the cot’s bars and pulls herself upright. Once vertical, she lets out a series of excited screams. Her eyes never leave Violet who slides efficiently about the room, picking up toys from the floor and throwing them back into the cot.


As soon as these land behind bars, Lulu scoops them up enthusiastically and hurls them floorwards again while jabbing her manic little legs up and down.


‘Lulu, stop it,’ Violet scolds, enjoying the authority, twisting around to make sure I’m watching. ‘Naughty,’ she insists severely, looming over her baby sister, who starts to cry again.


‘Shush. Lulu, shush,’ Violet tries to soothe, as the sound of voices moving through the apartment reaches us. A series of high-pitched instructions from Rosa are followed by the rumbling of suitcases across wooden floors. ‘Quick!’


Violet, panic-stricken, pulls me from Lulu’s lair. Abandoning the sobbing baby, we run down the corridor hand in hand until we reach a bedroom, only minutes before Rosa and the uniformed concierge from downstairs appear.


Rosa is imperious, throwing her arms and voice about – ‘Don’t leave them there!’ – putting on a far more impressive version of Mrs Crawley than the one I encountered on arrival. The spotty concierge, half her height and stuck, inescapably, at tit-level, is red-faced and struggling, his face tight with the effort of hauling the two suitcases across the threshold and into the room we are now all gathered in, his scuffed shoes scudding to a halt. The sight of them almost makes me feel sorry for him. Almost. Panting, he backs off, brushing at his trousers, wet from my suitcases.


Rosa’s fuzz of highlighted blonde hair vibrates as she says, ‘Heavy, aren’t they! How on earth did you expect Rebecca to manage those herself?’


Only I did, I think. All the way from Victoria coach station. Hauling them for twenty-five minutes through driving rain. An image of myself lost and traffic-splashed is briefly conjured before I bury it, along with a whole host of other unwanted images. Girls I no longer want to be.


‘Very sorry, Mrs Crawley.’


The concierge clasps his hands over his crotch and lowers his head.


‘It’s not me you should be apologizing to, it’s Rebecca.’


Taking advantage of Rosa’s outrage, he risks a quick glance at her breasts before swinging towards me. ‘I’m sorry,’ he manages.


‘All right, you can go,’ Rosa says, suddenly deflated.


The concierge reverses, stooping, from the room.


‘I’ve been waiting to get back at him for months – Pitt’s had that wanker spying on me, I just know it.’ She waves her hand in the air. ‘So, what do you think?’


I stare at her, trying to work out what it is I’m meant to have an opinion of. The concierge? Pitt, spying on her?


‘This,’ she says, impatient, sweeping an arm around the room.


And then it dawns on me.


‘This is mine?’


I want to check, to be doubly sure.


‘You like it?’


Overwhelmed suddenly, I give a quick nod before crossing to the window, aware of both mother and daughter watching me. Pressing my hands against the cold glass, I stare through the rain at the wobble of neon signs belonging to an Italian restaurant and pharmacy on the street below. London.


‘So – you’ll stay?’


There’s anxiety in Rosa’s voice.


Violet says, ‘She has to. Rebecca doesn’t have a home. Or a mummy. Or a daddy.’


Rosa is trying to keep up. ‘So, your parents—’


‘Dead.’ I lower my eyes, hoping to mitigate the sheer scale of misfortune I trail in my wake. Unsure, yet, whether Rosa is the type of person who views misfortune as contagious and to be avoided at all costs or the type of person who feels drawn to the dark allure of it.


‘Dead?’ she echoes, as on cue an immaculately manicured pair of hands reach for mine, giving them a hard squeeze. ‘Well, you’ve got us now. We should celebrate.’ She raises her voice above Lulu, who has started wailing again. ‘We need champagne!’


There is champagne in the cavernous fridge in the kitchen, though little else. Two glasses are taken from a cupboard and filled to overflowing. Rosa passes me one, shaking the excess drops from her hand, before bending over the other one and sucking the liquid down to a manageable level.


Violet follows this in silence. ‘Daddy doesn’t like you drinking before it gets dark.’


Ignoring her, Rosa turns to me and begins to run haphazardly through the children’s routine. The mealtimes, playtimes, sleep times, bath times and bedtimes, in no particular order. As if she has trouble remembering it all. Or is simply making it up.


‘I’ve been quite regimented,’ she claims, wildly. ‘I don’t think I would have coped otherwise. After Kate, Amelia made lists for me.’


‘Amelia?’


‘The Valentines’ nanny. They have the apartment above this one.’


‘It was Amelia who found Kate,’ says Violet.


Speaking loudly over her daughter, Rosa says, ‘Violet has ballet on Wednesdays.’


‘Tuesdays,’ Violet puts in. ‘And Thursdays.’


‘You need to take them swimming on—’


‘Monday.’


Violet and I look at each other; her eyes still wear the red rings left by her goggles. I think about risking a smile. Instead, I give my eyebrows a quick lift. The first gesture of complicity between us.


‘But other than that . . .’ Rosa turns towards the window as if worried that the outside world might disappear altogether. ‘Every day’s the same. As you know. It’s what you’re used to, I guess?’


‘Of course. It’s why I’m here,’ I reassure her.


Reassurance, after all, is what Rosa is paying for.


‘I want to show you something,’ she announces suddenly.


She pushes herself unsteadily to her feet and grabs at the edge of the table for a moment, before lurching off down the darkening corridor leading to the bedrooms.


Eventually we reach a room Violet omitted from her guided tour earlier. Rosa flicks the switch, shedding light on the turbulence inside – I remember Violet telling me the cleaner was fired yesterday. The walls are dominated by a series of framed black-and-white photographs of breasts.


I can feel Rosa watching me, following my gaze.


‘I was sixteen when my mum sent photos of me in my underwear to the Mercury.’ Her tone is flat. ‘They were running a glamour model competition. I caught the eye of a photographer called Birdie. Changed my life, that competition.’


She waits for the glimmer of recognition.


Then, with an eerie laugh, she throws back her head and strikes a pose. ‘Rosa Dawson. The Page Three girl. It’s how I met Pitt,’ she says at last. ‘My husband? Editor of the Mercury?’


She hesitates, about to add something else before changing her mind. ‘There’s a photograph of him on the dressing table. Take a look if you want.’


I turn to pick up a framed photograph from among the cosmetic debris and a guide to palmistry. Rosa as a young bride. Very young. Not much older than me. Flanked on either side by a man. One, tall and handsome – the groom? The other, much older – her father?


She leans in, unsteady.


‘Gorgeous, isn’t he?’ A fingernail sweeps over the younger man.


Insanely, I think. Even more so than George. Although it’s the sadness in the face that strikes me more than anything. ‘That’s Pitt?’


‘No. Rawdon. Pitt’s son from his first marriage – they don’t get on. I’m the reason for that. There’s a Mrs Crawley number one. A l-a-d-y.’ She affects a drawl. ‘I’m Mrs Crawley number two. Rawdon can’t stand me. Used to send me a bouquet of dead flowers every week when we first got married. Completely creeped me out.’ Rippling with a sudden shudder, she adds, ‘And you should see some of the things people send me. The other guy – the old guy – that’s who I’m married to.’


She pulls back. I can feel her gauging the effect of this on me.


‘I was only twenty-one. It caused a huge scandal. Pitt’s sister, Matilda – she runs the show – threatened to have him thrown off the paper. Sometimes I think that’s the only reason he married me, to piss her off.’ Rosa looks momentarily startled, as if this is something she has often thought, but never actually heard herself say out loud before.


Later, I’ll make a careful record of this conversation in my diary under the heading The Crawleys. I’m forever taking notes, and always try to do as much background research as I can on everyone I meet.


‘Sorry, I’m being unfiltered – I haven’t had any company the same height as me in a while.’


Rosa is sitting scrunched up on the side of the unmade bed, hands pushed between her thighs. Eyes bright, teary.


This is all such familiar territory. Take away the backdrop of the Knightsbridge flat and I could almost be at home with my mother.


‘God, I’m glad you’re here, Rebecca. Look, why don’t I go out and get us some lunch – I won’t be long.’ Another energetic hug. ‘We’re going to be such great friends.’


Then, after throwing something made of animal skin over the Rolling Stones T-shirt, she flees the apartment in a triumphant clatter of heels and keys.


Lulu hangs in the air, suspended by her armpits between me and Violet, who has just lifted her sister out of the cot in one swift movement. She must have done this before. Many times.


Left with no choice, I take a grappling hold of the rigid bundle, dropping her onto my shoulder, which she immediately starts to gnaw at. How hard can it be, looking after someone who weighs less than a bag of potatoes? I manage a smile and Violet, satisfied, slides out of the room towards the kitchen.


I follow, but Lulu, sensing the novice in me, starts to whimper before fast becoming a twisting bundle of rage. Soon her feet are caught up in a continual cycle of spasms.


‘She seems unhappy,’ I say, desperate.


Violet, laying the table in anticipation of the lunch Rosa has gone to buy, stares at me, her hands full of shining cutlery. ‘Try the highchair.’


While I do this – the simple instruction far harder to follow than it sounds – Violet grabs a biscuit from a jar on the bench and drops it onto the highchair’s tray. At the sight of the biscuit, Lulu’s rigid legs buckle, and she slips easily into the sticky seat.


We wait, but there’s no sign of Rosa.


Lulu seems content enough in her highchair as long as she has a biscuit in her hand. Soporific, even. But as soon as she finishes one, she throws her arm towards the jar on the bench, unclenching her fist and waiting, palm up. If the palm isn’t replenished fast enough, she starts to bang her head against the back of the highchair and scream.


The scribbled instructions Violet hands to me on an Elite Models pad – misspelt and framed with felt tip hearts – tell me that if Lulu finishes all her lunch, she’s allowed two biscuits. At the most. She’s had ten so far and still no sign of Rosa.


Violet has been concentrating hard on drawing a mermaid but looks up as I reach into the jar for the last remaining biscuit, her neat little eyes watching me.


‘What are you going to do when you run out?’


Before I have time to consider this, Lulu starts to vomit. A textured cascade of brownish hues quickly fills the highchair’s tray, overflowing onto the kitchen floor. Lulu is too shocked to cry. The penultimate biscuit is still clutched in her fist as she sits stunned by the mess that has collected on the tray in front of her. Then she pushes her free hand gingerly through it and into her mouth.


‘Oh, God. Lulu, stop. Stop!’ I shout without thinking. Appealing, frantic, to Violet: ‘What should I do?’


She stares wide-eyed, first at her sister, then at me, before slipping from the room and breaking into a run towards the apartment’s main door.


‘Violet, wait. Wait!’ I call after her. ‘Where are you going?’


But she has already disappeared along the carpeted corridor outside.


I can hear her receding wails. ‘Amelia! Amelia!’


Back in the kitchen, Lulu has fistfuls of fawn-coloured vomit that she alternately pushes into her mouth then through her hair as she chatters happily to herself. The sleepsuit is covered. The highchair is covered. The floor is covered. Fallout from this will be found for months to come in the most improbable of places.


Despite the high ceilings, the smell persists. I restrict breathing to my mouth alone while wondering where on earth Rosa is.


After a mad scrabble under the sink, I find a pair of rubber gloves, presumably abandoned by the last cleaner. I pull them on and haul Lulu by her armpits into the air. It takes her a while to realize what’s happening and it isn’t until she lands on the kitchen floor that she starts screaming. Sliding her away from the vomit with my foot, I manage to grab hold of the kitchen roll and start mopping at the mess, a sodden pile of tissue growing steadily around me.


And it’s then that a girl’s voice cries out, buoyant, ‘Hello!’


The next minute, she appears in the kitchen doorway with a boy of around two clamped to her hip. Violet and another child trail after her. All four of them survey the scene in silence. Even Lulu, sensing the gravity of the situation, has finally stopped screaming and eating her own vomit, although it continues to drip through the knuckles of her clenched fist.


This must be the nanny from upstairs.


Our eyes flicker over each other. Covert glances are exchanged until finally, grinning, she breaks the silence with, ‘Oh Lulu, you really did eat ten biscuits, didn’t you? How is that even possible?’


‘I told you,’ Violet says, turning towards her. ‘And that includes the two biscuits Lulu’s actually allowed.’


Although she must know that this information amounts to a betrayal, Violet is clearly relieved to be able to share it with the other nanny, who would never have given Lulu more than two biscuits.


‘We can’t get away with anything, can we?’ the girl says, smiling suddenly at me. ‘Hi, by the way – I’m Amelia.’









Amelia


The kitchen lights reflect off the metal running up both her ears and the stud in her nose. She’s almost shamefaced about her own beauty, making a concerted effort to distract people from it. Her hair is short, she isn’t wearing any make-up, and she looks as though she shares a boyfriend’s wardrobe. On her feet, a pair of worn-out Doc Martens. None of these decoys work. I find myself taking another look. Peering more closely at her. Not just because she’s beautiful, but because there’s something familiar about her that I can’t quite place. This is both unsettling and unexpected.


Prising the boy from her hip, she enters the kitchen, grabbing at tea towels, cloths and bowls – the Crawleys’ apartment is clearly a familiar place to her. Once she has cleaned up as much of the mess as she can, she strips Lulu of her vomit-soaked clothes.


‘Let’s give the floor a mop while we’re at it,’ she commands.


This is more than efficiency.


Watching Amelia, it’s hard to believe that there is anywhere else in the world she would rather be than here in this Knightsbridge kitchen clearing up a child’s vomit. Her happiness is contagious.


Soon Violet and the two Valentine children are fighting over who gets to use the mop.


The afternoon becomes animated. Boisterous, even. Full of an energy that propels us from kitchen to bathroom where a warm, scented bath is run, and Lulu passed to me while Amelia scoops up Violet.


Finding herself suddenly airborne, Violet’s innate decorum gives way to joy. The corridor is spacious but as Amelia swings her around, Violet’s feet graze paintings until they hang at an angle, knocking furniture onto its side. Soon the whole apartment seems to be at a tilt as they collapse, laughing, to the floor. Amelia lies sprawled on her back as Violet kneels across her stomach, pinning her arms to the rug.


‘Say you surrender!’


‘You surrender.’


‘No,’ Violet giggles, breathless, ‘you have to say, I surrender.’


‘Oh. Right. I surrender.’


With a groan, Amelia flips Violet from her stomach and crawls into a sitting position. Her hair is splayed across her face and most of her clothes hang untucked as she bounces back into the bathroom and takes Lulu from me, plunging her into the bubbles.


‘Aren’t they just gorgeous at this age,’ she exclaims, gently splashing at Lulu who is sucking on a yellow submarine.


I pass her a towel and watch, inert, as she somehow manages to lift the wet, wriggling Lulu out of the water and wrap her up in one smooth movement.


‘Here. Sorry to take over.’


With an effort, I balance the child on my left hip, struggling to get a grip on Lulu’s skin – still covered with bubbles – where the towel has slipped. There’s something alarming about the child’s nakedness. The way the damp flesh bulges and folds without purpose.


I can feel Amelia watching me.


‘You haven’t done this before, have you?’ she says, suddenly.


‘Rebecca doesn’t like babies very much.’


Violet, who has been bouncing on her bed, is standing, dishevelled, in the doorway.


‘Well, babies aren’t everybody’s thing.’ Amelia shakes her head and looks away. When she turns to face me again, the expression on her face is decisive.


For an awful moment I think she might be about to call Rosa and tell her.


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
‘Entertaining’ ‘Spiky and clever’ ‘Fabulous’
DAILY EXPRESS EMMA STONEX DAILY MAIL

SHE’S ON HER WAY TO THE TOP
ONE SCANDAL AT A TIME

SARAH MAY





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
BECKY

Sarah May

PPPPPPP





